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WOULD A CENSOR BRING PROSPERITY TO THEATRES?

HAT is the matter with the
theatre? is a question wor-
rying actors, playwrights,

producers and owners. Something
deeper than the competition of the
movies is suspected, something else
than mere economy on the part of
the public. It even has been sug-
gested that the stage needs a censor
to raise the standard of plays and
make them acceptable to the people
at large. Just what is thought of a
possible censorship is told in the
symposium presented to its readers
by The New York Herald to-day.

By LAWRENCE REAMER.

O far there has been no actual step in
S the direction of a theatre censorship
taken by representatives of the law
who believe that the actions of the theatre
managers need to be held In gome sort of a
check if the decency of the theatre in this
country is to be malntalned. Nor, for that
matter, hns anybody outside the law, ae yvet,
taken any measures to bring such a measure
before the public and thus eventually hefore
the legislative bodles that would malke such
& measure a legal restraint en the managers,
“As yot," is the qualifying phrase which
deserlbes the present security of the Impre-
sarios. Nobody has taken any step to hring
about the existence of a theatre censorship.
But the subject is in the alr. It is discussed
whenever a manager I8 told to bring to an
end the performances of a dirty play or
there is the threat that u themtre license may
be revoked unless the producer of some
egpecially rancid farce causes its representa-
tions to cease,

The eensorship of the moving pictures has
naturally turned the thoughts of the public
to the stage, which in this particular season
has been fréquently accused of flagrantly
violating the laws of dramatle decency.
Quict advocacy of the plan has been heard
of in more than one official quarter.

Comes to tbf Fore This Year
In Effort to Fill Theatres

It is enough for the managers, of course,
that the scheme has been discussed as the
possible remedy for a condition which came
into existence through their own fanlt. If
the subject has been more In the air this
year than ever before, its prevalence was
due to the unusunl efforts the managers
have been compelled to make to interest the
public in the theatre.

Following the extravagant, thoughtless
orgy of money spendirg which came during
the last two years of the war and for a year
after the armistice, the theatres prospered as
they rarely had hefore. All sorts of inferlor
plays met with suflficient succoss to lead
their managers to the belief that anything
would “go.” In the sober reactlon to a
period of economy these pleces went, and,
for that matter, so did many others that
may have deserved a better fate, It simply
happened that the public, full up with thea-
tregoing which was not nearly so good as it
might have been, began to Keep away from
the playhouses,

To this day it takes unusual merit to fill
a theatre. There are plays that enjoy
weekly a degree of financlal success that
Wwould have seemed impossible a decade ago.
“Qally,” “The Music Box Review," "Good
Morning, Dearie,” “The Circle” and a fow
nthers are able to get 37 and $8 a ticket on
Saturdays, and the weekly reeeipts hover
in the nelghborhood of $25,000. This does
not Indicate that the public has given up all
plays or that only frivolous ones nre prov-
ing attractive, for Sothern and Marlowe
played at the Century Theatre to recelpts
that exceeded $5,000 at the Saturday rhatl-
nees alone.

But only the hest are making any such
appeal to the public, The manngers, seekting
to arouse theatregoers from their apparent
apathy, have been seeking to find something
stimulating to a jaded appetite. The com-
mon depominator in this country—the one
element common to all the nations that
make up the great American publle from
which the theatre must live—is, in the opin-
fon of every theatre manager, sex. If he
ean get a play with a stromg appeal to sex
it will bring in every divislon of the publie.
The stronger ho makes the sex appeal the
greater are his chances of permanent suc-
cens,

Driven to Unprecedented Lengths
To Provide the Sex Appeal

Tt is this theory which has driven some
of the more or lesa “rattled” purveyors of
entertainment to lengths they never went
before, If it were possible to make the sex
appeal as strong as possible they wounld sce
that thelr authors 4id not let up on that
phase of thelr play. The authers have
proved themselves most complalsant They
might be shy on story, on humor or tech-
nigue or on other qualities that made a play
successlul, yet they weore never at a loss
to supply what might prove to be the neces-
enry element in o sex farce.

S0 there came the long and wearisome
procession of these obnoxtous plays, the re-
acgtion of public opinion against them, the
oceasionnl interference of the pollce and the
finnl murmurings about the necessity of a

"Biblical subject, and that

Question of Play Supervision Stirred by Unusually Dull Season, but Managers, Actors, Play-
wrights, Producers and Laymen Seem to Agree Restriction Would Do More Harm Than
Good—Al H. Woods Favors Idea of Government Inspection of Drama as Safeguard

.Left to Right: Al H. Woods, David Belasco, Marc Klaw, Augustus Thomas, John Golden, Lee Shubert whose opinions on theatre censorship
are instructive from many important angles, especially those of art and the box office.
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The HEnglish censorship has long been n
source of irritation to the London managers
It has kept Yrom the stage mot only plays
that were supposed to be prurient in char-
acter but others that were banned_for no
reagsons connected with their moralit®. Ber-
nard Shaw sald the censorship only con-
demned what it considered frivolous im-
morality and made little or no effort to put
an end to the kind of farce which has
attracted the attention of the poliee this
year. But there have been certain French
farces that for years were Kept off the Lon-
don stage as well s such serfous plays as
“Camille,” which were only admitted after
radical revision even if there was nothing
more drastic than the version of Dumas’s
drama which IHenry James once saw in
Poston in whieh the hern and herpoine wer:
vaguely referred to as “engaged”™

Religious and Diplomatic Reasons
Factors in English Censorship

Only a few weeks ago “Mecca,” which
was atted here at the Century” Theatre,
was prohibited in London hecause the name
had a religions meaning %o many British
subjects.  After it gvas changed to “Calre”
the spectacte was shown. The visit of a cer-
tain .T:lpa.ﬂﬂﬂt‘ potentate one summer caused
the abandonment of a projected production
of “The Mikado" on the ground that it might
offéend the visitors. Thus have diplomatic,
and especially religious, conslderations often
insgpired the actions of the Teondon censor,
It was only in recent years that the produc
tion of Saint-Saens's “Sameon and Dalilah’
was permitted. The opera was founded on a
was enough in a
eountry with an Established Chureh,

No such questions will vex the Americal
theatre manager. But he will have to en
counter an outside Influence in his business
to which he is bitterly opposed. It may be
for that reason that there is almost complete
unanimity in his opposition to a censorship.
The most impoftant of the managers have
expressed their oplnions for Tre Ngw York
Hewatp, The actor in E, H. Sothern and the
plavgoer in Paul Cravath have also added
their views. -

A. T.. Erlanger and David Belasce, whils
uniting In thelr opposition, have expressed
their opinlons in a few words. Mr, Belasco
says:

“The public has always regulated, and al-
ways will regulate, the theatre in Ameriea.
The success or faflure of a play s in thelr
hands. They are the great jury, whose ver-
dict is always just”

Mr. Erlanger seems inclined to hold the
authors responsible, He says:

"The theatre does not need a censorship
What it does need la authors who can write
suecessful plays without depending on inde-
cencies for their elimaxes,”

Mare Klaw and Lee Shubert are equally
opposed to such a manner of dealing with
the morality of plays. Mr, Klaw sald:

“1 am unalterably and unequiveeally op-
posed to censorship of pletures, drama or
newspapers in this country, We have
enough laws on the statute hooks to pro-
tect the people from danger from either of
theee sources, and If they are not properly
enforced that is the fault of the officiale
rather than the laws, ‘There is too much dele-
gated authority already in America. Few
people for whom we have the privilege of
vating exerclse any real authority over us
at present, Tt iz usually delegated to some
gocloty or some individual who uses it for
the purposes of self-exploitation

Joins in Belief That Public -
Is Best Censor in the gnd

“The deama In America has struggled
along pretty well and remained pretty clean
as a rule: and when public sentiment ls
strong enough to turn {ts back upon unclean
plays they will fail, and without public sen-
timent laws they are only partially enforece-
able. The lamentable situation in reference
to prohibition is a good lusiration In polnt.
I heard Henry Walterson once sy, 'No
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Left to Right: William Harris, Jr., Edgar Selwyn, Sam H. Harris,
practical theatre men who speak plainly about censors.

to the people who go to see the unclean
plaiys. We have had real experience in one
or two of the Western clties with an attempt
it censorship and the outcome was absurd

‘Very often a manuseript does not indi-
cate any lewdness whatever, whereas the
performance might disclose a great deal. So
let the play he produced and stand or fall
on its decenay or lack of it. No censorship

for me!"
In reference 1o a stage censorship Lee
sShubert d:

“The speaking stage is not In need of a
censorship Such a supervision placed In
the hands of two or threa men would prove
detrimental to the drama, for it would be
difficult to find exactly the right people to
pass upon plays. After all, the public is the
best and surest arbiter, and I do not recall
any instances where a really bad, immoral
or vicious play has been allowed to con=
tinue.

‘If ‘the public makes up its mind that a
play is not sulted for public presentation the
law offers a remedy Plays are pro=
duced in quantitles u= are moving plctures,
and the modus opcrandi la totally different.
In fact, there ig little comparison between
moving picture censorshlp and censorship of
the spoken play., It is my opinlon that If
such a censorship ls established the theatre
will suffer.”

No manager fecls more strongly on the
subject than Arthur Hopkins. He may be
safd, however, to take a merely theoretical
intorest in the matter, since he hss never
gtond In any danger of the action of such a
public officlal even if he had existed. The
Hopkins theatre has usually been singularly
free from the Kind of play that might at-
tract the attention of the prurient. But he
EAYE!

“Censorship is the assumption before the
fnet that =ome one contemplates evil, and as
such = unfatr and perniclovs, Criminal !nw
confines {teelf to the person who is charged
with an offence already committed. It takes
awav no (readom of action from the citizen
on the assumption that with the exeroise of
such freedom he may become a criminal,

not

Law Is Ample as It Stands,
Says William A. Brady

“1f there are not at present ample lnws to
punish the person who offends against pub-
lle decency let more stringent laws he en-
acted. But let them be entirely confined to
the person charged with an offence that has

already been committed By this process
the person charged I8 given the right of
public trinl and the protection of the courts
in the presentation of his defence.

"Censors s nrhitrary and permits of

no appenl such, it s antoeratic and
un-American and In lt=elf is a greater ovil
than the ovil it secks to cofrect.”

Willlam A. Brady, who sowed his wild oata

cenmorship which might pass on stich plays matter how damned bad & nowspaper was It go long ngo that “The Turtle” and “Mlle.
and arrest them in thelr polsonous flight was usually one degree betler than the Fi” have beon forgotten by all but a few
before they reach the stage. people who read it.' Maybe that applies alse of those oid reminiscencers who will talk
. .
Here are four more who discuss censors: Left to Right: Paul D. Cravath, William A. Brady, A.

L. Erlanger, E. H, Sothern. They represent a large part of the theatre

loving public.
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about the old days of the drmmu, speaks now

to the point:

“Censorship Is un-American. The proper
use of pollee power would render censor
ship unnecessary, As existing lvws provide
punishment for those who viointe them, any

one who produces an objectionable play can
be punished by fine and imprisonment. Cen-

sorship has falled wherever it hiag been
tried,
“Enforce the law and there will be no need

of ¢ensorship.”

"The cffecle of a possible censorship In
the Ameriean theatre would v too varled
for any man to predict in precise detail just
what they would be,” was the first explana-
tion of Sam H. Harris, Then he went on:

“The first immediate effect, of course,
would be to put a halter on Initlative. The
playwright would have to throw away his
inspiration, and for a substitute he would
have a set of rules laid down by a board of
politically hand picked censors, The writing
of playa would hecome mechanieal, and this
most important of irts of the theatrs
would deteriorate,

“Secondly, the producer would become, in
effect, merely an employee of the censor's
office. He would hesitate to encourage new
pluywriting tulent, His own judgment would
e valueless, His experlence would e
pigeonholed, His honesty of purpose would
be continuously under susplclon

“It is no wild guess to nssume that play
ecensorship would bhe followed by press cen-
sorship. The censor habit would sprend un-
til every art and profession came under its
influence. This might not materiallze In
one generation, but it would be inevitable.
And then we would find that experiment
the very life of artistle and professional en-
terprise, would have to be abandoned

“f have been asked many times whether
I am in favor of cengorship In the theatre.
This & a question that cannot be answered
with n blunt ‘ves’ or 'no” If I say ‘vew' 1
Unply that there is need of censorship. If
I say ‘no" 1 indiente that T fear its effect
ppon my own productions

“The gquestion must be answered with an
explanation Our present laws can  be
trusted to dispose of any playvs that might be
calculated to exert immoral influence. We
o not ol and never have nesded a oo nsors-
ship to ht any wrong in the theatre

“Personally 1 never have and never wil
produce any play that would offend any
one's morals. There are enough plays that
are =ane, healthy and artistic to supply

every theatrienl producer with material for
his productions, A sufficient number of
them como to my desk every season {9 keep
me huss

Calls Censorship Autocratic
And Unsuited to a Democracy

"But after all, there is one answ ]
fipally disposes of the question of of
ship. Thix is a demeeratic country il con

gorship is nutocratie. Even the censorship

partisans cannot deny this fact.
“Just ns a business man in the ths

eatd William Harris, Jr., 1 should not ohjeet

to censorship, There are clreumstances un-
der which 1 shonid welcome | ft woull
simplify matters greatly If when an author

gubmitted a play I could send it 1o the oon

sor and ask, ‘Is there any ohlection tn this
play?" If there were objoction I =h i nedt
tey it at all. The play would go h » the
auther, whe would be the chief i[ferar.
For the manager that's a much botter aya.

tem than the present one of payine "

thor in advance, getting elaborate prodioe-
tion and an expensive cast all under ¢
tract, and then having a play closed per
emptorily with a loms say of §40,000, morely
sennee some official didn't like 1t

“fiut, remember, that = only a husines
oneideration. Tt doesn't take into account
the aepirations of author, director or man-

veer who wishes to see fine things done in
the theatre. There you have the tragedy of
runnaing up against a Hlank wall in censor-
ship, You might hawe the case of a fine
work of art—yon very concelvably would
have such a case If the play discussed any
af the serlous problems of sex-—and you
ouldn't produce the play at all if the cen-
sor sajd, ‘No.! That's not a matter of dullars
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and cents, It is an artist being denfed his
cxpression, and few things are worse.

“In theory, censorship has advantages, of
course, and i one could get the [deal person
for cens many problems would Le solved.
would yvou get the ideal person?
11d be a4 man or woman of culture
and achievement, preferably o person of dis-
tinetlon. But the more you search, Diog-
enes like, for such a wilse muan or woman
the more you find that such people of Im-
portance shy away from such a tnsk, They
veallze that thelr personal prejudices would
be involved, try as they might to keep then

out and they Instinetively hesitate to peeept
prulali

the responsibility
at largoe.

“Of course, thern are peopls
tion in the public eye who are
such jobs, and In the majority of scases they
get the jobs. Buf once
only carry personil g udices of thelr own
they become the foot L oof prejudices ¢l
any organized group of cltizens, re-
sult, in actual practice censorship Is abom-

of judging for the

they get in they not

As &

inable, It has been stupidly administered in
the past, and it will he just as stupldly ad-
ministered, no doubt, in foture,

“There never has been o play prodoced
dare say, that didn't annoy some ong so
much he wanted to stop i{t. The case of
Abraham Lincoln' Is significant. Between
the Ume Mr. Drinkwater's play was an-
nounced and the time that 1 actually pro-

dueed it letters poured in denouncing me ns
a traltor for bringing over thi=s play by an
Englishman., In connection with this play
I've been called about evervthing undesir-
able. Only the other day a committes at a
Southern convention denounced the play bit-
terly. How little they knew ahout it may
be judged from the fact that they thought
Booth Tarkington wae the author!

Fears a Militant Minority
Bullying a Supine Majority

You may say that in such a case only
cranks protest. But I have a sus n we
call them cranks only because ther® are few
of them, When they increase in numbers
and t v become thoroughly organiwed, we
find L} groot menace of all demoer
the militant minority by
legislative halls or executlve offices enfor
ing itz will over a supine majority, Tha cen-
sor is an ideal instrument in the hands of a
milltant minority. We have few enough lib-

w sheer hullviee |

erties left. They may establish a censarship
over our theatre, the w things arce going
now, but I since y hope not”

Edgar Selwyn expressed his digapproval of

possible censorship thus

“The most rasential thing in every worth
while achievement I8 freedom, The Amerl-
ean theatre has taken such progressive

sirides because it has been unhamperasd by
consorghip. It equals, if not excels, any the-
atrr Iin the world to-day because it has de-
rended entirely upon the g » of the
pubdic for its o sorship

hip would be a tragedy

“Nor ia# there the slightest need of consols
i, Vitlgnr playe seldom make money for
a produeer.  Thanke to the good taste of the
American publie, they usually die of inani.
tion. Once in a while they gain some sen-
satlonal publicity which excites the mor
curlogity of people, but even the morbidly

curious public is a very limited one, and will
not support a play for any long period of
time.

“Neaver has there boen greater proof than
this senson that the demand s for plays of
auallty. The fact that such plays as "The
Clrele’ and ‘A Bl of Divorcement’ '
plaved steadlly to capaciiy business

enongh that there Is an ablding Ll |
tion af merit on the part of the New York
attdiences, i is only the stupldly vulanre or
moedloere  things which have suffered for
prironage.”

Who would over have thought that A H
Woods would bo the man to spealkt the first

word In favor of the scarned consor? Bat
was, It was he who sald when the recent
Ajscussion as to the prapriety of one of his
productions was at Its height:

“Tha only safc course for the theatrical
manager, g weoll as for the publie, In the
future s to have a censor. T want
to whom 1 ean submit the manuseript of a

1 Censot

play befors T have invested a penny In it
and find out frem him whether or not I
ecan produce the play if he sanctions It
then 1 know that 1 am safe from oMacial in-

i thereafter. If he does not sanc-
tion It T have not lost anything

Al H, Woods Sees Protection
For the Producer in Plan

Judgments as to the morality or Im-
morality of a play diffe Thers Are N8
many opinions as there are peopl Jt goems
ton risky for a manager to trust his oWwn

In the production of a play. The authorities

may differ with him, and the aunthorities
hald the eards. The mannger may be right,
but that's unimpeortant. He can evidently

be coneldernbly damaged before the courts
.1er|n whether he Is right or wrong. No
man wants to play a game in which he loses
before the game starta, A consor would pro-
tect thes theatrical manager, not only from
his own mistakes but from an officlal an-
thority that may also make mistakaes

*“1 have two plays now that are cast, and
for one of which the production is ready. 1

think they are perfectly moril, One of them

Wis it =1 in » they have a
censor, But the fclials may not
think they gre moral. I want gome to
whom I can go and get an official opinlon as

io thelr legality before I have invested from
225,000 to § them, only to find tha?

I must close them beceuse somebody Whe
differs from me has the anthority to e
them hefors I've been condemmned by courts
constituted to try such matters"

Although John Galden Is proud of the
spotless charactor of plays, he does not
beleve that morall genern] 1s to be
maintained by a rehip. So he ex-
presses his concluslon in these words

“1 am agiinst a ige consorship Per
gonally, I have shown my leaning for hu
morous plays without wit]
%0 much emphasis thnt J np= al
impression I am to be rogurde in favor
of a stage censorship

“T am unalterably opposed 1 1 have
no hope that it would be benetici I am
a8 certain it would stunt the growlh of the
Ameriean drama, interfere with the necon
plishment of the ultimate end of all theatel-
cnl effort—the realization of a nationsl Jit-
erary drama—as I am certain that Iif there
were such eensors in other centuries there
never would have been a Shakespear a
ienumont or Fletcher or a Sophocles i
generation must strive for the Iiterary
drama or draw biank In the history of
dramatic Titerature

“1T wouldn't give up an alternoon of golf
to listen to any one who thought he could
persuade me that three or six or sixty men
could constitute a jury to deeide just what
104,000,000 people ought to have for bene-
fielal amusement These millions are cast-
ing-their ballor in direct vote every ovening
and several matinees weele through the
ticket windows of American theatres, Abe
Linealn believed in the people, and his opi
fon 18 good enough for mu They're faster
than Jersey justice in sending a bad play
to the storehouse

Cites Baseball as Example
Of What Public Can Do

The entertainment that brings the larg
st attendance in Ameriea, from 30,000 to
0,000 at o single performance, is= haseball.
Now, public opinlon ellminated the spitball
i pltehing, and It will Il off th allmy
in theatrleal producton, even though a few
rmughnecks like it."

E. H., Sothern is probably, the last actor
who might under any clhreumstances have
any apprehension as to the activity of a
cengor. He and Miss Marlowe, who for so

muny yvears have acted only in the plays of
stand on o helght of thelr own.
Speaking for his profession, he sald;

vespenre,

I am opposed to n censorship of plays
1T helieve that puble opinlon will best cor-
rect any error of taste in the presentation
f a play, The general desire is for clean
and wholesome  entertalnment =ich has

evor heen the most prosporous In Amerien
The play of unpleasant flaver soon expires.
Ome will be told that much that is exhibited
on pur stage {= frivolous. Well, very many
people Hke what is lght and trivial In the
way of entertalnment, nop should they be
condemned to perpetual solemnily &0 long
a= what Is gay Is also free from offence.

“A cenzor might easily do mores harm than
good. In England and in some other coun
tries suell an official has been a source of
sontention constantly,

“The privileage of free speech {5 not to be
lightly interfered with, A drama too strenu
ously controlled might dwindle into nothing
wise

ness, A really and capa COTE)
would bhe almost impossthle 1o find His
qualificitions would have to be numeron
and superintive The position m 1 beonime
political, whict I think, would be depior
1l
1 am tos theatre; the publl

the pre=s will take coare that it 1= 4 healthy
theat reo I am for community theatres
where a manasement of the people will pro
ducee fine plavs ot o small price without re
gard to profit. T am for a children's the
atre, where chilldren will Isarn to love the

best drama—not haby talk drama
they will want 1o
are finely played.
"Ambltious and capable actors huve a
ways had the reitest fnflucnee on public
:, Int pray for men and women
who will aspire to play the great roles”

but plays
sca aguin whenever they

tns 80

Augustus Thomas, for Dramatists,
Joing Managers in Opposition

A =l Thomas, most eminent of Amer

n playvwrights was selacted 1o spenk fon
he dramatls Hi ns with the manager
' ® apporition to the proposed censorshi

‘Un priociple I am opposad to a ceneorsh

ny kind of pubiication, whether books
ploys, plctures or newspapers. I am most
posed, as a matier of practlee, to a censog
of plays, not because 1 am a professior
veeright ut for the reason that what
Iikely to ba the objectionable thine in
produetion is frequently not evident in the
seript of a play
‘1 am not opposc~d to, but, on the contrary
m in favor of, holding the theatre to s=trict
L0110 ity and to proper andard
L by the £ 11 ne
re it If neces
wary strengithenine that machiners an
would be glad to xe W that would tmks
lcensa away from o prod r vl
howod a repeated disg
Paywl D, Cravath was one of t found
if the New Theatrs and b alway n
enthusinst n of the hent <0
gave to T Youx lMena ¢ View o
the laymanos v ords
‘1 am oy CANOTS]
atre, Censorship of literary and
duetinne s ng the genius of
tutions It never be reso t
excopt In cases of rong  nodccssits N
such nocessily 1 t i f u
Ampgrlean  theatr AT du
plava and mun) bul few piays

suhversive

that are really of good morals
v saln from censorship would bo o
tirely ton allght to Justify the serious Inter
feren with liherty of thought and expres
alive that it would Involve Annther radiea
n to consorship (= the iMculty o
A wWise consor L st 11
woome narrow and arbitra I ives to
1 1ise tandards,
k the remody against demornlizing
playe lles in the more rvigorous end
of the authority that now exists In t Pt

lie authoritles to prevent the product]
demoralizing .plays. Authors and produce
would rarely cisk the production of objec

tionable plays if they knew that their pro

duction would be stopped by the public au
thoritlea, I think the proper exerclse of the
police power would adequately protect the
publie, while obviating the ovils of censor
ship.”



